Peter Cullen was a leader and a major driving force in water reform across Australia. He effectively combined his extensive ecological understanding with a great awareness of water resource management and policy to address major problems in water management across Australia. In doing so, he proposed solutions and advocated for ecologically sustainable and achievable policies.
The book begins with a foreword by Peter Cosier from the Wentworth Group of Concerned Scientists -a group that Peter was instrumental in founding. This is followed by 'An appreciation' of Peter, adapted from his eulogy given by Kate Andrews in March 2008, and an illuminating account of Peter's life by Vicky (hitherto, I hadn't known of his great scuba diving prowess). The book's 23 papers are divided into seven sections. Interspersed among these are 35 vignettes portraying people's appreciation of Peter's efforts, vision, humour and grace. They come from a spectrum of people, from the Hon. John Howard to John Granger, a farmer from Gunning.
While some of the papers date back to 1990, most of them were given during 2006-07 -a remarkable period of outstanding work by Peter, especially considering his health difficulties at that time.
In reading the papers, I was struck by their clarity, broad scope and straightforwardness. There is no evading of hard issues. His main messages are:
we need to know more about the science of our water bodies and their catchments 1.
we need to correct the errors of water resource management, such as over-allocation; and 2.
we need to plan and implement measures to sustainably manage our water bodies and water resources for the future. This requires an effective fusion between the findings of science and the goals of policy -which at present is incomplete.
3.
It is interesting to note that Peter's communications peaked in the midst of the millennium drought -a time when major deficiencies in water planning and management emerged in both rural and urban settings. He always stressed that Australia is a continent with high climatic and hydrological variability, and that our catchment land use and water resource management should be managed for the extremes -floods and drought -and not just for average conditions.
Faced with the pressures of global climate change and increasing societal demands -due largely to increased population -Peter effectively outlines that water resource planning and management must become more integrated, comprehensive and scientific to achieve social, economic and ecological sustainability.
One of his concerns was the lack of multidisciplinary planning to achieve sustainability. He suggested, for example, that 'perhaps the biggest risk to water security for urban Australians is the replacement of serious planning with poorly analysed political decisions' (as has been quite recently reflected in new diversion pipelines and desalination plants).
Peter's book delivers a clear and bold appraisal of successes and failures of water resource management across Australia. It cogently outlines what is required to restore ecological sustainability, and to achieve and maintain it when faced with the future certainty of population growth, and uncertainties of climate change and variability.
Given the wonderful clarity of Peter's writing and the high quality of the illustrations, this readily accessible book should be of great interest to a wide spectrum of readers -be they irrigators, managers, scientists or politicians.
The book will, I think, serve as a valuable guide for ecologically aware management of our water resources for a long time to come. It is a fine legacy to Peter's hard work, courage, clarity of thought, empathetic consideration of others and reasonableness.
